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FREEHOLDERS 


By  ALFRED  R.  WALLACE,  LL.D 


people  reply,  “I  don  t see  the  good  ot  ^Nationalisation,  x 
^ prefer  freeliolders  to  State-tenants.  ’ Let  us  tlierefore 
i Tvhat  are  the  comparative  advantages  of  the  two  modes  of  tenure. 
In  order  that  the  greatest  number  of  people  may  become  free- 
liberals  advocate  the  abolition  of  all  restrictions  on 

They  say,  make  every  man  who 
with  power  to  sell,  or  divide,  or 
and  plenty  of  land  will  come  into  the 
who  wants  land  can  buy  it,  if  able  to  do 
so  ; and  if  the  mode  of  transfer  is  also  made  simple  and  cheap  every 
thing  will  have  been  done  that  need  be  done.  We  shall  then  have 
free  trade  in  land  ; there  will  be  no  limited  or  encumbered  estates, 
and  capital  will  flow  to  land  and  develop  its  resources. 

But  people  who  talk  thus  forget  that  we  have  already  had  two 
great  experiments  of  this  nature,  both  supported  by  these  very 
arguments,  and  that  both  have  utterly  failed.  Thirty  years  ago  the 
dreadful  condition  of  the  Irish  peasantry  was  imputed  to  the 


holders,  many 
the  sale  and  transfer  of  land, 
owns  land  an  absolute  owner 
bequeath  as  he  pleases, 
market.  Then,  every  one 
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the  market  and  sold  to  the  highest  bidder.  But  tlie  result  ^Yas  not 
as  expected.  Cai)itnl  flowed  into  the  country,  but  with  no  benefit 
to  anyone  but  the  capitalist.  English  manufacturers  and  speculators 
became  owners  of  Irish  land,  and  sometimes  laid  out  money  on  it; 
but  they  were  harder  landlords  than  those  whom  they  replaced, 
they  looked  upon  the  land  they  had  bought  merely  ns  a means  of 
making  money  and  utterly  ignored  the  equitable,  or  customary  rights 
of  the  unhappy  tenants.  Irish  distress  was  not  in  the  least  degree 
ameliorated  by  this  drastic  measure  from  which  so  mucli  w'as 
expected,  and  it  is  now  rarely  spoken  of,  while  legislation  on  totally 

difYerout  lines  lins  been  found  necessary. 

The  second  example  of  the  utter  uselessness  of  pouring  capital 

into  a country  so  long  as  the  people  are  denied  any  to  the  use 
of  land  is  alTorded  by  Scotland.  In  the  early  part  of  this  century, 
the  great  demand  for  wool  made  sheep-farming  profitable,  and  many 
of  the  highland  landlords  were  persuaded  that  they  could  double 
their  incomes  by  establishing  great  sheep-farms  *>u  their  vast  estates. 
They  did  so.  Many  thousands  of  valuable  she<>p  were  introduced  ; 
much  money  was  spent  in  fencing  and  in  buihling  new  faim  houses 
for  the  lowland  farmers,  while  the  rights  of  the  hereditary  dwellers 
on  the  soil  were  utterly  ignored,  and,  by  a series  of  barbarous 
evictions,  these  poor  people  were  banished  to  the  sea  shore,  or 
forced  to  emigrate.  The  result  was,  for  a time,  beneficial  to  the 
landlords,  who  proclaimed  the  scheme  a great  success  ; but  it  was 
most  disastrous  to  the  people,  who,  ever  since,  iiave  been  kept  in  a 
state  of  perpetual  serfdom  and  pauperism.  Tlie  present  condition 
of  the  Highlands  is  a direct  consequence  of  the  application  of 
capital  to  the  land  by  landlords  while  the  rights  of  the  people  were 
ignored  ; and  the  result  of  these  two  great  experiments  in  Ireland 
and  Scotland  should  teach  us  tliat  any  similar  experiment  in 
England  cannot  possibly  lead  to  good  results.  It  is  true  the 
conditions  of  society  in  England  are  different.  J here  are  here  morQ 
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capitalists  ever  competing  for  the  possession  of  land  ; but  “ free 
trade  ” would  sinqdy  enable  those  cajiitalists  who  desire  land  to 
obtain  it  more  easily.  What  chance  would  the  poor  man  have, 
against  such  competitors  ? With  population  and  wealth  and 
manufactures  ever  increasing,  as  they  are  in  England,  the  poor 
man  will  have  less  and  less  chance  of  getting  land,  so  long  as  it  is 
to  be  obtained  solely  by  purchase  and  there  is  neither  compulsion 
to  sell,  nor  right  to  buy  at  equitable  prices. 

As  land  is  ever  getting  scarcer  in  proportion  to  population,  and 
in  private  hands  must  necessarily  be  a monopoly,  it  offers  the 
greatest  tcmjitation  to  speculators,  who  even  now,  frequently  buy 
up  estates  offered  for  sale  and  resell  them  in  small  plots  at  compe- 
tition prices  which  no  poor  man  can  afford  to  give  ; and  this  will 
continue  to  be  the  case  so  long  as  land  is  treated  as  a commodity 
to  be  bought  and  sold  for  profit.  We  maintain  that  this  is  a 
monstrous  wrong  and  should  never  be  permitted.  Land  is  the  first 
necessary  of  libq  the  source  of  food  and  of  all  kinds  of  wealth,  and 
a sufliciency  for  health  and  enjoyment  is  absolutely  needed  by  every 
one.  It  is  a political  crime  to  jiermit  land  to  be  monopolised  by  a 
few,  to  allow  the  wealtliy  to  employ  it  for  mere  sport  or  aggrandise- 
ment, while  thousands  live  in  misery  and  have  to  surfer  disease  and 
want  because  they  are  denied  the  right  to  live  and  labour  upon  it. 


In  order  that  all  may  have  equal  rights  to  use  and  enjoy  the 
land  of  their  birth,  it  must  become,  not  theoretically  only,  but 
actually,  the  property  of  the  State  in  trust  for  all  ; and  for  all  to 
derive  equal  advantages  from  it,  those  who  occupy  it  must  pay  a 
rental  to  the  State  for  its  use.  This  is  the  only  way  to  equalise  the 
advantages  derived  by  the  several  occupiers  of  land  of  difTerent 
qualities  and  in  different  situations, — the  only  way  to  enable  the 
whole  community  to  benefit  by  the  increased  value  which  the 
community  itself  gives  to  land. 
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Tlic  use  of  land  is  twofold.  Its  chief  and  primary  use  Is  to 
supply  to  every  liousoliold  in  tlie  Icingdoii'.  tlie  conditions  for  healthy 
existence,  and,  whenever  possible,  some  portion  at  least  of  their 
daily  food.  When  all  are  thus  supplied  -vitli  the  land  neecssary 
for  a healthy  home,  the  remainder  shoub!  be  devoted  to  cultivation 
in  such  a way  as  to  produce  the  maximuio  of  food,  and  at  the  same 
time  to  support  and  bring  up  the  maximum  number  of  healthy  and 
happy  food-producers.  All  experience  slows  that  these  two  things 
go  together,  and  that  in  any  country  the  maximum  of  food  is 
produced  wlicn  the  greatest  possible  population  live  upon  and  by 
the  land.  At  one  extreme  we  have  the  great  farms  of  S.  Australi  a, 
and  California,  cultivated  with  the  minimum  of  human  labour  and 
))roducing  a net  return  of  about  ten  bushels  of  Avheat  ]>er  acre, 
and  at  the  other  extreme  the  allotments  of  our  farm  labourep 

juoducing  food  to  the  value  of  £40  per  acre. 

J’)Ut  in  order  that  our  labourers  and  mechanics  may  each  l >e 
enabled  to  have,  say,  an  acre  of  land  to  live  on,  and  an  acre  m-  (vvo 
more  to  cultivate,  if  they  rcrpiire  it,  with  the  power  of  getting;  a 
small  farm  of,  from  10  to  40  acres,  whenever  they  have  ol.tained 
money  enough  to  stock  it,  the  land  must  be  not  so/d  to  Hien  u 
b’or  at  first  a.  man  wants  all  his  little  capital  to  enable  him  to 
cultivate  even  the  smallest  plot  of  land,  and  if  he  has  to  buy  it,  even 


bv  the  easiest  instalments,  he  is  to  that  extent  crippled.  Mereovr 

V 

it  is  a bad  thing  for  him  to  own  the  land  absolutely,  because  he 
then  ojten  to  the  temptations  of  the  money-lender.  Instead 
economising  and  pinching  in  bad  seasons,  he  borrows  money  an 
mortgages  bis  laml,  and  tlius  falls  under  a tyranny  as  bad  as  tlnft 


of  tbe  hardest  landlord.  In  every  part  of  the  world  the  sma 
freeholder  falls  a victim  to  the  money-lender. 

As  a State-tenant  the  occupier  would  have  all  the  essential  righjs 
and  advantages  of  a frceliolder.  llis  tenure  would  be  practical^? 
])crpetual.  He  would  have  the  right  to  sell  or  bequeath  his 
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Jiolding,  or  any  part  of  it,  just  as  freely,  TIis  rent  would  never  I)c 
raised  on  account  of  any  improvement  made  by  himself,  but  only  on 
account  of  increased  vahic  of  tlie  ground-rent,  duo  to  tbe  growth  of 
population  or  otlier  general  causes,  which  would  affect  all  tlie  land 
around  as  well  as  bis.  He  would  therefore  enjoy  all  the  rights,  all 
tlie  privileges,  and  all  the  security  which  a freeholder  enjoys.  But 
he  would  have  tins  great  advantage  over  the  freeholder,  that  he 
need  not  sink  one  penny  of  his  capital  in  the  purchase  of  the  soil  ; 
and  thus,  for  one  man  who  could  save  money  enough  to  acquire  a 
farm  or  a homestead  by  jiurchase,  two  or  tliree  would  he  able  to 
become  State-tenants,  with  money  in  tlicir  jiockets  to  stock  their 
land  or  build  their  house,  and  to  live  upon  till  tlieir  first  crops  were 
gathered.  1 liose  who  maintain  the  superiority  of  freeholds,  there- 
fore, speak  without  knowledge  ; the  superiority  is  all  the  otlier  way. 

Ihere  is  one  more  point  to  he  considered,  which  is  of  great 
importance,  that  under  a general  system  of  small  freeholders,  one 
half  of  those  would  very  soon  ho  ruined  hy  the  other  half — would 
be  obliged  to  sell  their  farms  to  nu)ney-lciulers  or  lawyers,  and  thus 
great  estates  would  again  monni>oliso  the  land.  The  way  this 
would  necessarily  come  about  (as  it  always  has  come  about)  is  as 
follows.  Suppose  there  are  a body  of  ])easnnt-proprictors  all  over 
the  country.  Their  land  necessarily  varies  in  f|unlity  and  position, 
and,  therefore,  in  value  from  fifteen  or  twenty  shillings  an  acre  up 
to  two,  three,  or  four  pounds  an  acre  ; and,  all  being  freeholders, 
none  of  them  pay  rent.  But  llie  owner  of  the  better  land  can 
afford  to  sell  bis  produce  of  all  kinds  at  a lower  rate  than  the  owner 
of  the  inferior  land,  because  prices  wliich  will  enable  tlie  former  to 
live  and  save  money  will  be  starvation  to  the  latter.  Hence  an 
unequal  competition  will  arise  between  the  two  classes  in  which  the 
one  must  necessarily  starve  out  the  other.  The  jiayment  of  rent  in 
proportion  to  the  wher<nit  7'nhtr  of  the  Invd  oqtialises  the  position 
of  all.  Ihe  occupier  ot  |ioor  land  at  a low  rent  can  fairly  compete 
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with  the  (KTUi)lor  of  rich  land  at  a high  rent ; and  thus  while  a 
system  of  proprietor!^  is  sure  to  fail,  a system  of  small 

occupiers,  under  tlie  State,  combines  all  the  essential  elements  of 

stability.* 

Thus  far  we  hare  considere<l  the  question  solely  from  the 
economical  and  practical  point  of  view,  but  the  great  superiority  of 
State  tenants  over  freeholders  is  equally  apparent  when  we  treat  it 
as  a question  of  justice.  Land  necessarily  increases  in  value  as 
population  and  civilisation  increase,  and  that  increase  being  the 
creation  of  the  community  at  large  is  justly  the  property  of 
the  community.  Ly  a system  of  State  tenants  we  shall  obtain 
this  increase  for  the  benefit  of  all,  by  means  of  a periodical  reassess- 
ment of  the  ground  rents  payable  to  the  State  ; but  if  we  create  a 
body  of  small  freeholders  we  shall  perpetuate  injustice  and  inequality. 
A.  and  ]>.  may  accpiire  two  farms  at  the  same  cost  and  may  bestow 
the  same  labour  and  skill  in  the  cultivation  of  them.  But  in  30  or 
40  years  the  value  of  the  two  may  be  very  differnit.  Minerals  may 
be  discovered  or  some  new  industry  may  spring  up  causing  the  farm 
of  A.  to  become  the  site  of  a populous  town  while  that  of  B.  remains 
in  a secluded  agricultural  district;  so  that,  while  the  children  of  the  one 
.are  earning  their  living  by  honest  labour  the  children  of  the  other 
may  be  all  living  in  idleness  by  means  of  wealth  which  they  have 
not  created  and  to  which  they  have  no  equitable  claim,  and  to  the 
same  extent  the  community  at  large  is  robbed  of  its  due.  If  on  the 
other  hand  we  establish  a system  of  St.ato-tenancy  over  the  whole 
country,  the  natural  increase  of  land-value  by  social  development 
will  produce  an  ever  increasing  revenue  even  if  existing  landlords 

continue  to  be  paid  the  incomes  they  now  receive  from  land,  so  that 

. 

♦This  ilengcr  has  bt'cn  altcmplccl  to  bo  obyiated  on  the  continent  by  the 
farms  consisting  of  scores  or  hniulre.is  of  scattered  patches  of  land  of  diln.cnt 

qualities.  lint  this  system  renders  economical  cultivation  impossible,  and  the 

remedy  is  worse  than  the  disease. 
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m adilUion  to  ••,11  tlie  ntlior  ailrantagos  of  tlio  syrtom  wc  si, nil 

»,mre  the  means  of  bringing  about  a stcaj,-  diminution  of  taxation 
bj,  wliicli  all  alike  will  benefit, 

■ Briefly  to  sum  up  tlie  argument  : smau.  ritEEUObUKns  ahe  had 


■ 1.  Money  must  be  sunk  in  the 

inrested  in  the  cultivation  of  tlie  soil 
^ 2.  The  number  of  men  who  cai 
■farms  is  therefore  greatly  reduced. 

, 3.  The  unearned  increment  of 
coiimiunity  who  create  it  and  is  given 
, , 4.  The  inlieritors  of  these  small  1 
jland  will  compete  unequally  with  eacl 
poorer  land  must  sooner  or  later  so. 
hands  of  the  money  lender.  The  sys 
itself  the  elements  of  decay  and  failur 
In  ale  these  uescects  State- 

1 hf.i  . nnEI)  TO  SMAI.L-KllREnOI.UINOj 

State-tenan(;v  can  oni.v 
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